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Heteronormative discourses provide the most common lens through which 
sexuality is understood within university curricula. This means that 
sexuality is discussed in terms of categories of identity, with 
heterosexuality accorded primacy while all ‘others’ are indeed ‘othered’. 
This article draws on research carried out by the authors in a core first 
year university ethics class, in which a fictional text was introduced with 
the intention of unpacking these discourses. An ethnographic study was 
undertaken where both students and teachers engaged in discussions 
over, and personal written reflections on, the textual content. In reporting 
the results of that study this article uses a post-structural framework to 
identify how classroom and textual discourses might be used to break 
down socially constructed categories of sexuality and students’ 
conceptualisations of non-heterosexual behaviour. It was found that 
engaging in discussion in the context of the fictional text allowed some 
students to begin to recognise their own heteronormative views and 
engage in an informed critique of them. 
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Introduction 
Heteronormative discourses are endemic within university curricula. Sexuality 
is discussed in terms of categories of identity, with heterosexuality accorded primacy 
and non-heterosexualities tending to be ‘othered’. The purpose of this article is to 
explore how undergraduate university students in a criminal justice course conceive 
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of and understand sexuality (particularly non-heterosexualities), how they construct 
their understandings of gay identities, and how they use these identities in their 
interactions with non-heterosexualities. While there is a small amount of research on 
homophobia in the general population1 and in schools2 there has been very little 
Australian research on student attitudes to sexuality. The most notable is a now dated 
study of gay and lesbian stereotypes by Heaven and Oxman.3 Indeed, there is very 
little Australian research on attitudes toward sexuality at all, and these also tend to be 
dated4 or else focus on violence or health issues.5 Given that the university classroom 
provides the structure through which future generations of professionals enter the 
workforce, research in this context is important in gauging how professionals from all 
walks of life come to think as they do, and to have the attitudes they have, particularly 
with respect to attitudes towards disadvantaged groups such as sexual minorities. This 
is especially important in regards to criminal justice professionals, as they have a 
major social role in addressing or perpetuating the social and criminal injustice 
experienced by disadvantaged groups. In this sense, understanding the way that future 
criminal justice students engage with discourses surrounding sexuality is a social 
justice issue. 
The research considered here therefore addresses a much-ignored gap, and 
complements international research on the subject. Most of that research – and there is 
very little of it as well – on undergraduates’ attitudes toward sexuality, has been 
conducted in the United States, and each of these studies has been quantitative. For 
example, Ventura, et al. conducted a survey of 484 students, comparing attitudes of 
those majoring in criminal justice fields to non-criminal justice students. 6 They found 
that criminal justice students tended to have more negative attitudes towards gays and 
lesbians than other students. Cannon surveyed a total of 1055 students enrolled in 
criminal justice majors at four universities and found a similar level of negativity 
towards gay and lesbian individuals. 7 Lambert et al. found that student attitudes 
towards gays and lesbians tended to become more positive towards the completion of 
their undergraduate studies, suggesting that education had a positive impact on 
attitudes to gays and lesbians. 8 A Canadian study of heterosexism among social work 
students found a significant level of heterosexism that was not moderated by the 
undertaking of social work courses.9 
While some disciplines in Australia are starting to address the need for raising 
awareness of sexuality in the university classroom – teacher education courses are 
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most notably prominent in this10 – and there are several dedicated courses on 
sexuality, many disciplines do not incorporate issues surrounding sexuality into their 
curriculum, or do so only cursorily. Criminal justice courses, in particular, seem to be 
silent for the most part on issues of sexuality. This is disturbing, given the research 
showing relatively higher levels of homophobia amongst criminal justice students 
than students in other areas. Olivero and Murataya,11 for example, surveyed 264 
undergraduates and found a higher incidence of homophobia among law-enforcement 
students, reinforcing previous research that found that police officers entertain more 
misconceptions about queer individuals than the average citizen.12  
As such, this article explores the ways that undergraduate students engage 
with discourses surrounding homosexuality and how they reconcile those with other 
discourses that inform their thinking. This is important, as it can provide some insight 
into the way that future criminal justice professionals might interact with social 
minorities, or even those with different backgrounds, in their professional lives. It 
examines a cohort of undergraduate criminal justice students undertaking a 
compulsory unit that teaches social and professional ethics, and analyses the students’ 
interactions in the classroom, their own personal reflections on the issues, and their 
engagement with the learning materials of the unit. In particular, it uses student 
engagement with a fictional story titled The Window (written by Hayes and used as a 
starting point for incorporating sexuality and social justice issues into the class 
content) as a basis for an exploration of this engagement. It charts student reactions to 
this text in personal reflections and ensuing class discussions, and draws out common 
themes apparent in these responses. These discourses generally show that while 
students were outwardly tolerant of non-heterosexualities, they still felt uncomfortable 
about potentially being drawn against their will into what they saw as ‘otherness’.  
Conceptual Framework 
The conceptual approach taken in this analysis draws from Foucault’s work on 
discourse and the history of sexuality. He suggested that people are governed by, and 
shape their own subjectivities, thoughts, and actions according to, the various 
discourses with which they engage in their everyday lives.13 In particular, with regard 
to sexuality, Foucault argued that, historically, people have come to ‘know’ and 
understand themselves and others as having an ‘essential’ and ‘natural’ sexuality. He 
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outlined the effects that this has in relation to social interactions and forms of 
governance. The historical analysis Foucault undertook on social discourses on 
sexuality and their effects on our understanding of the subjectivity of people are 
particularly relevant for this discussion. 
Prior to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the regulation of sexuality 
involved the prohibition of certain acts (such as sodomy), no matter who participated 
in them. However, in the mid nineteeth century, medical and legal discourses took sex 
as their object and created the category of ‘homosexual’, and, by extension, created 
the category of ‘heterosexual’. This distinction positioned the ‘heterosexual’ as the 
norm, and the ‘homosexual’ as a pathological or deviant other, in need of some form 
of correction. Those who failed to conform to the norm were diagnosed, labelled, and 
then ‘treated for’ or ‘reformed’ of their sexual deviance.14 Thus, the focus of social 
regulation was not on acts themselves, but rather on distinct kinds of person. Sexuality 
became tied to a person’s identity, and the idea that people have an essential sexuality 
(and, indeed, an essential self) has been widespread ever since.  
Homosexuality has become tied to identity to such an extent that it is seen to 
form the individual’s essential nature; indeed, the homosexual individual just is their 
sexuality.15 Modern individuals are increasingly governed by, and come to govern 
themselves through, these standards and categories. Those defined as ‘homosexual’ 
understand themselves by using these discourses on sexuality, recognising that they 
‘have’ a sexuality, and that this defines them as a person. These are produced and 
reinforced in established sites such as the social sciences, medicine, and psychiatry.16 
This creation of authoritative categories of sexuality, the normalisation of 
heterosexuality, and the subsequent casting of homosexuality as opposed to 
heterosexuality, has produced numerous contradictory and condemnatory discourses. 
At the same time that homosexuality is not to be spoken of, it is also the object of 
discourses that name, categorise, judge, and speak on behalf of those who fall within 
its purvey.17 These discourses, which Sedgwick so neatly describes as the 
‘epistemology of the closet’, serve to silence and to govern non-heterosexualities, as 
well as to essentialise them.18  
This particular approach to sexuality has provided the basis for innumerable 
analyses of the way in which non-heterosexual (and even heterosexual) identities are 
constructed through interaction with these discourses on sexuality, as well as how 
these identities are continually performed.19 It has also led to similar research on other 
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supposedly ‘natural’ aspects of identities, such as gender and race. In many respects, 
this approach to understanding sexuality and sexual identity as positioned through 
discourse underpins this current research, as this article is interested in the way that 
these understandings of essentialised sexuality feature as part of classroom 
interactions and discussions, and the effect this has on the way students interact with 
non-heterosexualities and even understand their ‘own’ sexuality. It is also interested 
in the other discourses used in the classroom to police, perform, position, and interact 
with sexualities. 
Methodological Considerations 
Previous research on student attitudes has usually taken the form of surveys in order to 
gain an ‘accurate’ or ‘representative’ understanding of student attitudes toward 
sexuality, generally so as to describe, infer, or compare and contrast those attitudes. The 
research undertaken here differs, as it is more exploratory in nature – an ethnography 
aiming to examine how students construct their understanding of sexuality and how the 
introduction of non-heterosexist, specifically gay-themed course materials in the 
classroom might impact on those constructions. It examines the discourses that students 
engage with as a basis for forming their beliefs and attitudes about gay identity. The 
university classroom is a powerful site for conducting research of this kind, not only 
because it provides a rich context in which students are able to express their views and 
understandings of the issues, but also because it enables the researchers to consider 
whether and how student attitudes develop and/or change over the several months 
which they devote to their learning in the course. It is also an opportunity for students 
to discuss issues in depth, and allows the researchers to discern the discourses used to 
speak about and understand sexuality (and how students interact with these). 
The research was conducted by the unit instructors in the classroom setting 
provided during weekly tutorials in a core first year social ethics unit, as part of a 
criminal justice curriculum.20 The unit introduces students to ethical theories and puts 
these theories into broader social, legal and criminal justice professional contexts so 
that students may understand the philosophical and theoretical basis for professional 
codes of conduct. The majority of the class of 129 internal students were drawn from a 
criminal justice degree (n=87) and a criminal justice/law double degree (n=28), with a 
few students (n=14) from other faculties/disciplines taking the class as an elective. Each 
week, the students were required to read unit materials, including The Window, and to 
engage with those materials through discussion, written reflections, group work, and 
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assessment. The Window is a thirteen-chapter story about the experiences of four young 
people just beginning their university studies.21  The main character of The Window is a 
young man straight out of high school, who begins to question his sexuality. The plot 
traces the challenges he faces in acknowledging and accepting his homosexuality and 
how he reconciles that with his self-identity. The experiences of gay characters 
provided the main material for discussion of sexualities and thus, the findings of the 
research are confined to referring to gay identities for the most part. There was some 
limited discussion concerning lesbians in one tutorial, and in another, the case of a 
transgender (female-to-male) pregnancy was also discussed briefly. The discussion of 
lesbian identity is analysed in the findings, however, the discussion of the transgender 
pregnancy was so limited, it did not provide any useful material for analysis and so has 
been omitted.22  
Students were required to read one chapter of The Window per week, to discuss 
the issues in tutorials, and write weekly reflections on the unit content. The written 
reflections provided students with an opportunity to reflect on what they had learned 
from the discourses with which they were engaging, and whether the students felt that 
this had had some effect on them. The teachers also kept a journal of their reflections 
on each class. Additionally, at the end of semester, students were requested to provide 
anonymous written feedback on the unit, as well as the formal feedback obtained 
through the University’s online Learning Experience Survey (which students complete 
about two-thirds of the way through the semester). This feedback, together with the 
students’ written reflections and the instructors’ journals, provided the materials 
analysed in this project. These materials were read for any discussions of sexuality. 
Research was carried out over the course of the semester to determine the 
impact of this change in curriculum on students’ conceptualisations of homosexuality.23 
It was found that, while students’ constructions of homosexuality is essentially 
heteronormative (that is, informed by discourses that privilege heterosexuality) by 
contextualising the experience of homosexuality in a way that students could relate to, 
such as through a work of fiction, some students were able to critically reflect on their 
own values and beliefs and recognise the impact of heteronormative discourses on 
them. 
 
Findings and Discussion 
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Several key themes emerged from the research, providing some crucial insights into the 
ways in which students conceptualise gay identities. These included ‘sanitised’ 
tolerance, the threat of male intimacy, fear of contagion, the negation of a gay 
masculinity, and the casting of gay as other. These themes overlap in many respects, 
but are separated here for analytical clarity. They allow for an examination of some of 
the ways in which students engage with discourses on sexuality, and the ways this can 
shape their interactions with others and with themselves. 
 
‘Sanitised’ tolerance 
Generally, students’ reflections and comments in discussing sexuality were positive, 
expressing a liberal tolerance for, and appreciation of, gay identities. The use of The 
Window proved to be beneficial in contextualising the issues for students, as many of 
them said they could relate to the characters and their experiences as new university 
students. At the beginning of semester, some students expressed surprise at the content 
of the story (i.e. the focus on sexuality), but, by the second or third week, were 
accepting of it. 
 
…discrimination on the basis of sexuality is illegal and wrong… 
 
The Window… challenged my own notion of truth because reading the first half 
of Dan’s story convinced me he wasn’t homosexual, but reading Tom’s side of the 
story we see a bigger window open up about the truth about Dan and the war 
within himself. I found myself in the tutorial discussion leaning my sympathy 
much closer to Dan. 
 
My view is that the gay community is being blamed for something that institutions 
need to accept rather than look down upon. 
 
It saddens me that in Australia today, homosexuals are treated unfairly and have 
to fight for equal rights. 
 
From the first tutorial and reflection exercise, students were supportive of the gay 
characters in the story, showing empathy towards them. The Window opens with the 
main character, the previously ‘straight-identifying’ Dan, privately agonising about his 
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first sexual encounter with the openly gay character, Tom, at a club. Students were 
asked how they felt towards these two characters. 
 
I sympathised with both Dan and Tom over their ‘situation’ and Dan’s confusion. 
After having read the two boys’ different perspective of the same incident it 
helped me to appreciate the way people can have diverse versions of the truth 
although both truths are based upon the same facts. 
 
Indeed, even the students who admitted to being morally antagonistic to homosexuality 
seemed to be able to appreciate the characters’ points of view. 
 
I became more aware that I was judging Tom because of his sexual orientation 
that came into conflict with my moral ethics. As I tried to put my own values 
aside, it became easier to judge Dan and Tom’s situation more clearly, so I began 
to drift towards sympathising with Tom [the openly gay character]. 
 
Note, however, both students’ reference to Dan and Tom’s ‘situation’. While clearly 
empathetic to their issues, these students found it difficult to put into words the fact that 
Dan and Tom had engaged in a sexual act (which afterwards had negatively affected 
Dan’s self-image and is therefore the crux of their ‘situation’), preferring instead to 
sanitise or gloss over the event by not speaking directly to it, and in the first example, 
by encasing it in inverted commas. 
As the semester progressed, students continued to express more tolerant views of 
the characters and issues of sexuality as they arose in class, with many students 
reflecting that they did not realise how often, and to what extent, non-heterosexual 
individuals were discriminated against. 
 
In the future, I hope that homosexuals will begin to feel equal amongst their 
heterosexual counterparts, and endure less discrimination in their lives. 
 
As outwardly progressive and accepting as this comment is, it still engages with the 
discourses on sexuality mentioned previously. That is, it still positions ‘homosexual’ as 
‘other’, and sexuality is still utilised here as the major lens through which people are 
seen and understood. 
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Threat of male intimacy 
Despite the liberal tolerance of homosexuality, a small number of students found The 
Window confronting enough to comment negatively on it. These students found the 
discursive content of The Window challenging because it questioned a deep-seated 
alliance with, and acceptance of, opposing, strongly heteronormative discourses. In 
chapter four, for example, the main character, Dan, admits he is attracted to the openly 
gay character Tom. One scene describes the two boys kissing and lightly touching 
above the chest. In later chapters there are also several scenes where brief reference is 
made to fairly innocuous touching or kissing. In all cases, both boys are completely 
clothed and there is no overtly sexualised description of intimacy. However, several 
students described such scenes as ‘too explicit’, ‘too graphic’, ‘too sexual’, ‘too 
challenging’, or ‘went too far’. One student complained that ‘there was too much sexual 
description’ and another commented that The Window should be rated MA.24 The 
descriptions of the intimate moments between Dan and Tom are fairly brief and are 
more focused on how they are feeling rather than what they are doing. There are no 
explicit sex scenes or references to sex in the story at all, although it is implied.25 
This suggests that it was not the act of kissing itself that was considered shocking, 
but rather the fact that the act was being performed by two males.  
 
…some of the sexual issues were too graphic and I believe it was unnecessary to 
talk about it that much. 
 
…I don’t think it was necessary to be so explicit when describing Dan and Tom’s 
sexual encounters…. 
 
I found the vivid descriptions of the intimacy between Tom and Dan very hard to 
take. 
 
It was a little bit graphic – there seemed to be a lot of sexual description! 
 
That a simple kissing scene that would be acceptable in any mainstream media (if 
between a man and a woman) could be construed as ‘sexually explicit’, would seem to 
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indicate at the very least a discomfort with male intimacy.26 Indeed, the following 
comment is instructive: 
 
…I found it very confronting and sometimes uncomfortable. Reading for me forms 
a close connection with the characters and as such I didn’t enjoy reading it. 
 
Descriptive content is meant to convey the scene to the reader’s mind, to allow them to 
imagine more clearly what is going on in the story. Here, the student is clearly fearful 
of what they are seeing in their mind’s eye when they read about Tom and Dan kissing 
or being intimate. This was borne out by several students’ comments during the last 
tutorial. One male student commented that the story made him fear that he would ‘wake 
up gay’ one day, because the story begins with Dan questioning his orientation as a 
‘macho’ footballer after his homosexual encounter in a club the previous weekend.  
 
I don’t know… it’s like, when I read I get this image in my head. I kind of see 
what I am reading. And I don’t want to imagine what two men do together… it’s 
just (throws hands up in repulsion)…. It’s just… what if I find it [erotic]? That 
would just be (makes noise of disgust)… that would make me gay. 
 
He added that if a ‘straight footballer type’ like Dan could ‘suddenly’ be gay, then it 
could happen to anyone, and that this was something to be feared. The association of 
finding an image erotic causing changes to one’s personal sexual identity was 
confirmed by the other males in the class.  
For students, this particular example brought to the fore the idea that sexuality 
might not be as stable as it is commonly held to be. When faced with the possibility that 
forms of identity were slippery, and that identities could change partly on the basis of 
engagement with different discourses, some students appeared concerned or 
uncomfortable. For someone who holds to the idea that they have an essential self, that 
their sexuality (whether heterosexuality or homosexuality) is a natural part of them, and 
who defines themselves in opposition to identity categories that they understand as 
‘other’ and ‘not normal’, this can be a daunting and discomforting prospect. It has the 
potential to break down the idea that heterosexuality and homosexuality are distinct 
identity categories. As such, it can be suggested that many students wished to hold onto 
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the historically constructed distinction between heterosexuality and homosexuality, 
rather than entertain other possibilities. 
Interestingly, neither males nor females felt confronted by the idea of two 
women being intimate – a very brief mention of which occurs in the last chapter. In 
fact, it was suggested by several of the male students that they would find two females 
together erotic and not at all challenging. Clearly, the discourses regarding masculinity 
and femininity and the performance of gender held by male students come into play 
here. In many cases, to put it simply, males see that football/sports and having sex with 
women are central aspects of masculinity. This suggests that, in their view, women are 
(at least partly) to have sex with, but they are also sex objects in their own right, for 
men’s enjoyment, apart from heterosexual intercourse. They are objects of desire, 
fantasy, and sexual gratification. So even when women choose to eschew men sexually, 
men can still invoke their masculinity by co-opting what would otherwise be purely 
feminine space for their personal erotic gratification. This corresponds with research 
that indicates that lesbian sex acts are one of the most popular content forms of 
pornography aimed at a heterosexual audience27 (although Butler notes that lesbian 
scenes are usually seen as just a prelude to heterosexual love scenes, suggesting that 
men view lesbian sex as a ‘warm up’ to ‘real sex’28). Furthermore, the female students 
in the class did not appear to be bothered by the male students’ comments, which could 
indicate that they were comfortable with, or at least not insulted by, being the objects of 
male sexual desire and fantasy.  
 
Fear of contagion 
A large number of students often stereotyped gay individuals in general, and the Tom 
character in particular, as predatory. For example, in the scene where Dan first 
encounters Tom in a club, Tom walks up, introduces himself, and asks Dan to dance. 
Dan declines, they chat for a while, then Tom suggests they meet out the back of the 
club.29 Many of the students found Tom’s behaviour predatory, claiming that he was 
taking advantage of Dan, because he knew Dan was ‘straight’ (Dan had said as much). 
 
…Tom didn’t respect [Dan] in the club by taking him outside and taking 
advantage of him. 
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Other students thought Tom was too much ‘in Dan’s face’ or ‘taking advantage’ in the 
club, and that, because Dan declared he was straight, that Tom should have backed off 
and left him alone. However, this ignores the part of the story in which Tom later turns 
to find Dan ‘raking his eyes over’ him ‘with appreciation’, which indicated to Tom that 
Dan’s words did not match his feelings; that, in fact, he was attracted to Tom. However, 
many of the students believed that if Tom had not encouraged Dan to meet him outside, 
Dan would have remained straight. 
Here we see how students fear that simply being confronted by homosexuality – 
having it ‘thrown in your face’ as it were – is enough to ‘turn’ a person gay. The 
discourse underpinning such beliefs points to the construction of gay as contagious, 
something to stand back from, or, at the very least, something of which to be wary.30 In 
this case, the discourses that position homosexuality as deviant have come into play in 
the way students ‘read’ the situation, and the way they react to it. 
 
Gay masculinity 
The male students also found it difficult to reconcile the idea of a football player being 
gay. This provides an opportunity to demonstrate the way that discourses on gender 
identities and their relation to sexuality also play in the students’ reactions. In the eyes 
of these students, gay men are ‘effeminate’, not ‘macho’. Gay men do not play football, 
nor are they masculine, at least in the same way that heterosexual men are masculine. 
Rather, gay men are more likely to engage in ‘feminine’ pursuits. 
 
We as a society have a general consensus that if a man dances he is gay. 
 
Connell argues that typical heterosexual masculinity is characterised to varying degrees 
by ‘the domination of women, competition between men, aggressive display, [and a] 
predatory sexuality’.31 A gay man does not dominate women; rather he allows himself 
to be dominated, the act of sodomy being the ultimate symbol of feminine 
submission.32 
Students’ tutorial comments reflect these suggestions from the literature, with 
several adding that Tom is the ‘female’ in the relationship. For example, one young 
woman observed that Tom was the ‘female’ in the relationship and therefore he was the 
‘good’ one.33 This could be further reinforced because Dan comes across as the 
traditional masculine male, so he must therefore be the ‘man’.    
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This suggests that Dan’s pseudo-heterosexual masculinity requires that he be 
the one to take his sexual pleasure from another, rather than allowing himself to be 
taken, at least in the eyes of some students. However, Dan also gives up a part of his 
masculinity by eschewing the domination of women and by bowing out of male 
competition for women. Dan forfeits his power and in doing so, forfeits a central part of 
his masculinity.34 
It is the crossing of that line of masculinity that makes Dan’s sexuality so 
confronting. Dan’s masculinity appears to take a dive, in the eyes of the male students, 
when he moves from being the subject of sexual gratification to being the object of it 
for another man. He becomes ‘other,’ much as women are considered to be ‘other,’ 
even if he appears to perform masculinity the way heteronormative mores require.35 
Tom’s masculinity, on the other hand, is completely surrendered in the students’ eyes, 
because (in the story) one of the characters remarks that Tom ‘looks gay’ – that is, 
effeminate. So Tom does not even have the appearance of masculinity to save him from 
being ‘other.’ This suggests that the discourses on masculinity with which the students 
(both male and female) have engaged when performing (or interacting with) gender 
have enabled them to create the gay identity as the opposite of masculinity; that is, as 
essentially feminine. 
 
Gay as ‘other’ 
Although students on the whole reacted positively to The Window, the unit resources, 
and discussions about gay identity, analysis of the reflections and responses that 
students provided revealed a central theme underlying their attitudes and beliefs. Gay 
identity was tolerated, accepted, and even celebrated in a very few instances, but 
throughout the semester it was clear that the students constructed gay as ‘other’, as 
apart from ‘normal,’ and therefore deviant. This theme speaks to the suggestion within 
the literature, as discussed above, that homosexuality is positioned as opposite to, and 
therefore negatively defining of, heterosexuality. The heteronormative backdrop 
framing the everyday thinking and experiences of heterosexual students was evident to 
such an extent that they found it impossible to distance themselves from it. As Halperin 
notes, the term ‘homosexual’ constitutes a distinct and ‘stable’ category in and of itself 
only insofar as it acts as a ‘means of stabilising heterosexuality’: 
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[T]he homosexual is an imaginary ‘Other,’ whose flamboyant ‘difference’ deflects 
attention from the contradictions inherent in the construction of heterosexuality; 
heterosexuality thrives precisely by preserving and consolidating its internal 
contradictions at the same time as it preserves and consolidates its own ignorance of 
them, and it does that by constructing and deploying the figure of ‘the 
homosexual.’36 
 
A common example of this positioning of homosexual as ‘other’ was apparent as many 
students admitted to having personal experiences with gay or lesbian individuals, 
evidenced by remarks such as: ‘I know someone who is gay…’ or ‘My sister is a 
lesbian…’ or ‘We had gay students at my school…’ The gay and lesbian family, friends 
and acquaintances were, however, always regarded as something of a novelty, as a 
group of people with a set of beliefs that were different from their own, rather than as 
individuals who just happened to have different sexual preferences. Sexuality was not 
regarded simply as a matter of taste. The students see gay and lesbian sexuality as 
actually defining the person – as being at the core of their identity – rather than merely 
one aspect of it, again utilising discourses that establish heterosexuality and 
homosexuality as distinct categories of person. This is particularly evidenced in some 
of their comments.37 
 
These people are…. 
 
Reading The Window… provoked sympathy within me for these people. 
 
I’m not saying Dan and Tom [are] bad because they are gays… 
 
And such people are not necessarily bad…. 
 
As an openly gay teenager, [Tom] is different from what most people consider 
‘normal’…. 
 
My view is that the gay community…. 
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This is in direct contrast to how they view their own sexuality. While most of the 
students certainly identified as heterosexual,38 their sexuality was taken for granted, not 
considered something to think or talk about in itself. That they are straight appears to be 
a given, so much so that they only begin to think of themselves as having a sexuality 
when confronted by ‘alternative’ sexualities such as gay and lesbian. This casting of 
gay and lesbian as other is central to how they not only construct the gay identity, but 
also how they understand their ‘own’ identities (that is, if self-identifying as 
‘heterosexual’, then ‘normal’ and ‘without’ a sexuality). 
Of course, much of this separation of heterosexual and non-heterosexual is also 
perpetuated by non-heterosexual individuals themselves, as they continue to construct 
their own identities and understand their own sexualities on the basis of this social 
division of sexualities. The need (recognised by ‘straight’ and ‘gay’ alike) for the gay 
individual to ‘come out,’ to declare one’s sexuality to the world at large, and one’s 
allegiance to the ‘gay community’, reinforces the notion of gay as other, as Foucault so 
famously points out.39 For many decades, non-heterosexualities have been silenced and 
hidden; that the gay community should want to break that silence by standing ‘tall and 
proud,’ by protesting against, and standing in opposition to, heterosexuality is 
understandable. This is resistance to core heteronormative discourses in the most 
fundamental sense. However, such opposition or resistance only reinforces the socially 
and discursively constructed dichotomy between gay and straight sexualities. Fewer are 
those individuals to whom sexuality is not a matter for discussion at all because they 
see it simply as a construction.  
A small number of students (n=4) said they found it difficult to empathise with 
the characters, their reasoning being that gayness was outside the range of their 
experience. As one teacher commented in their journal: 
 
It was a bit hard to get them to visualise the marginalised feeling of someone in 
the position of Tom since no one related to the situation. 
 
The students themselves made such comments in their reflections and written feedback. 
One student, in answer to the question, ‘Did The Window help you think more clearly 
about ethical issues?’, replied, ‘A little bit, but I could not really relate’. Another 
student commented in their weekly reflection: 
 
 16
It is difficult, and honestly I still have some prejudice which is hard to undo. I 
don’t believe for a minute I would treat anyone who is Gay [sic] or transgender 
etc any differently to any one from different ethnicity but I can’t honestly accept 
the concept because I am not gay so I don’t see it. 
 
These students expressed intolerance throughout the entire process, as evidenced in 
their written reflections and final tutorial feedback, although they tended to keep out of 
discussions, rather than choose to air their views. Again, this speaks to the discursive 
silence and invisibility surrounding gay identity, which these students employed – 
albeit unconsciously – as a way of resisting the discourse of tolerance toward non-
sexualities that developed and became normalised within the classroom over the course 
of the semester. 
It is also interesting to note that, on the whole, the male students in the class 
were generally much quieter during class discussions of sexuality, especially during the 
first half of the semester. As the semester wore on, however, some of the male students 
did open up a little and offer their opinions on the issue. It is suggested that discourses 
surrounding masculinity, as outlined above, were responsible for this relative silence. In 
this case, it can be argued that male students were performing masculinity by not 
engaging with discussions of homosexuality, and again trying to avoid being drawn into 
otherness against their will. 
 
Conclusion 
While many students were initially surprised or shocked by the content of The Window 
and some of the multimedia resources used in class, most expressed an understanding 
and acceptance of gay discourses. However, it is clear that more widespread discourses 
on heterosexuality and homosexuality being distinct identity categories, and the social 
acceptance of the ‘normality’ of heterosexuality and the deviance or ‘otherness’ of 
homosexuality, informs students’ acceptance and understanding of sexuality. In many 
cases, this creates an undercurrent of fear, discomfort, or ambivalence on the part of 
students, which can be illustrated by the summary statement recorded in one of the 
instructor’s journals – that ‘students have nothing against gay people, but they would 
not want to be one’. The students themselves were prepared to be accepting of gay-
identifying individuals, but they could see that many others in society are not, and that 
homophobia is a fact of life in a society built on powerful heteronormative discourses. 
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It is this acknowledgement that creates the framework for the continuation of gay 
identities and gay discourses as other, and therefore deviant. 
In their classroom interactions and discussion, students also continued to 
express a gendered view of sexual relationships, which appears to be related to the 
performativity of the gendered body. Students expect heterosexual males to adopt the 
traditional masculinity characterised by Connell as domination of women, competition 
with other males, aggressiveness, and predatory sexuality.40 According to this line of 
thinking, all sexual relationships must have a dominant/submissive subtext, including 
gay and lesbian relationships. The idea that two men or two women might have an 
equal relationship, in which neither act out the role of ‘man’ or ‘woman’, was 
entertained on an intellectual level by some, but was generally not borne out in 
discussions of, or reflections on, sexuality. 
This article has considered the tapestry of discourses that characterise and 
construct the way in which students in this particular course understood and ‘saw’ 
homosexuality. In doing so, it has provided the groundwork for future analyses to 
consider how these discourses might be altered so as to further challenge students. This 
research can also be extended to move beyond a consideration of the discourses that 
students engage with, towards an understanding of how these discourses inform actual 
practices that students may utilise to exclude (or include) sexualities. The aim of such 
research would be to produce criminal justice graduates with an ability to appreciate the 
way their own views on sexuality may perpetuate injustice, and the conceptual tools to 
potentially address a wider range of social injustice beyond those experienced by sexual 
minorities, both in the criminal justice system and beyond. 
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